The rapid pace of technological development has resulted to the integration of computers and telecommunications to unfold within public and private organizations. These information and communication technologies (ICT) are useful instruments, capable of achieving quantum leaps in the field of enabling governments to enhance and possibly transform relations with citizens, businesses and agencies as well as other governments. While private companies have continued to take advantage of ICT to improve their businesses, services offered by government organisations have remained deficient over the years. Bureaucracy and the low rate of change in the public domain have caused much criticism of government services and the resulting outcomes in terms of government and citizen relationships. This has often led to low public participation and trust in government services. Public organisations have realised the limitations of their legacy ICT infrastructures and are seeking ways to improve their efficiency and provide better service to citizens.
While in its adolescence, electronic Government (e-government) has much untapped potential to improve productivity and the quality of life as well as being the trigger of change for the transformation of the public sector by radically shrinking communications and information costs, maximizing speed, broadening reach and eradicating distance. As e-government develops, agencies are able to conduct transactions with the public along web-enabled systems that use portals to link common applications and protect privacy. Offering more services online will ease the navigation between agency boundaries, permitting smoother paths of communication between citizens and their government.
Not so long ago the focus was on putting e-government on the map, making it visible, raising awareness, political interest and gaining momentum to bring public services online. As soon as the first e-government services were piloted, academic, industrial and governmental conferences and publications around the globe stressed the importance of numerous technical (e.g. integration), social (e.g. digital divide) and economic (e.g. ROI) issues.
Over the years, we are able to witness a natural progression of the hype surrounding e-government. Our questions and research evolve and transform. In discussing papers within this issue, contexts and problems associated with change instigated by e-government initiatives are explored. Seven papers that relate to the intersection of theory, method, empirical findings and novel systems are presented. These discuss practices, methods and barriers associated with the challenge of realising the vision of e-government.
The scene is set by Wing Lam who reports on a study to identify barriers in e-government integration (EGI) based on interviews with 14 experienced consultants employed by a Big five firm. Lam identifies a set of 17 barriers that cut across strategy, technology, policy and organization domains, highlighting the fact that EGI is not simply a technical matter of getting ICT systems to "talk to each other", but something that requires strategic planning and considerable change management. Certain barriers, specifically in the area of policy, are particular to e-government projects. The paper advocates that the development of meaningful and effective relationships between central government, individual government agencies and users of e-government services are critical to successful EGI and the author proposes a relationship model of EGI in support of this view.
Continuing the theme of EGI, Janssen and Cresswell develop and test a methodology aimed at overcoming the barriers blocking adoption of Enterprise Application Integration (EAI). Their methodology is based on a discrete-event simulation of public sector structure, business processes and application in combination with an EAI perspective. Their work helps to provide insight into the myriad of existing applications and implications of EAI and supports collaborative decision making between public services.
Moving on, we focus on the issue of varying stakeholder expectations, which can have significant implications for successful system implementation. This issue becomes more prevalent in situations where a variety of stakeholders are influenced by inter-organizational knowledge sharing. The paper by Zhang, Dawes and Sarkis presents an exploratory investigation of the diverging and converging expectations of various stakeholders at the initiation of e-government projects with regard to the benefits of and barriers to inter-organizational knowledge sharing. Research results indicate that key participants' expectations were similar to those of general participants/users. Their perceptions converge on the relative likelihood of achieving benefits and relative severity of barriers; although significant differences do exist in discernment of the opportunity for achieving wider professional networks and the magnitude of control-oriented management. The results provide guidance for e-government design and implementation strategies that amplify common interests, contend with shared difficulties, and mitigate differences.
On a similar note, the paper by Choudrie, Weerakody and Jones uses two comparative case studies (an urban and a rural area) and a combination of qualitative Invited viewpoint and quantitative data to identify the challenges being faced by the UK government in ensuring e-government products and services. The authors report that citizens' background influences accessibility to e-government services in the urban area, whereas geographic location related issues were posing problems to the same in the rural area. While most of the e-government initiatives are currently focused on providing information and basic public services, the authors believe that the success of e-government will largely depend on providing value added service to citizens.
The issue of value adding services to citizens is also addressed by Schaupp and Carter in the fifth paper within this issue. Their research uses Carter and Belangers e-government adoption model to explore citizens' intention to use an online system. The model integrates constructs from technology acceptance, diffusion of innovation and online trust models. The paper highlights the importance of e-voting as an avenue to increase voter turnaround and offers suggestions for future research.
Our last two papers are more technical in nature. Among the critical tasks of public administration that need to be supported by e-government application are the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of public policies at all levels. Karacapilidis, Loukis and Dimopoulos present a novel and web-based system that supports Government-2-Government (G2G) collaboration. The proposed system allows for distributed, synchronous or asynchronous, G2G collaboration and aims at aiding the involved public organizations by providing them a series of argumentation, decision making and knowledge management features.
Finally, McHenry and Borisov shed light into public private partnerships (PPP) by examining and drawing lessons from the experience of creating and implementing a unique e-government payments system ("Gorod"). T Gorod permits hundreds of thousands of citizens in about 25 Siberian cities to make in-person or electronic payments on a single, unified bill to a wide range of public and private service suppliers. While Gorod does improve municipal payments collections, cities where banks run Gorod have been less successful than those with more neutral public-private partnerships. Their study illustrates that when appropriate incentives are in place, e-government technologies can have a successful diffusion without requiring an extensive top-down program. The research is set in a little-studied but very important area of the world, Russia.
e-government is an evolving multidimensional and multidisciplinary field, where many mutually interdependent factors impact its success, acceptance and perceived benefits. The advancements of e-government are expected to grow over time due to technological developments and support from successive governments around the globe. With a plethora of equally successful and failure stories in the field, we have a lot to investigate. The collection of papers presented within this issue of Enterprise Information Management provides an overview of some relevant themes, issues and concerns surrounding e-government. The exploratory nature of these papers allows for a profound understanding of the topic and will hopefully help generate further studies as e-government develops in the coming years.
